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Introduction 
Australia is currently witnessing an unparalleled demand for greater accountability in all 
sectors of public and profes sional life. Perhaps  this in part is explained by the loss of public 
confidence in such institutions as politics ,  police, banking, and business .  As one of the most 
powerful and influential institutions in the country, the media too are under increasing pres sure 
from individuals, pressure groups and government agencies to implement structural changes 
in response to criticisms of media practices .  
The problem of credibility confronting the media is exemplified in the annual Bulletin 
Morgan Gallup Poll on ethics and honesty in the profes sions which has consistently placed 
journalists towards the bottom of the 21 categories surveyed. In the 1991 survey, only eight 
per cent of respondents rated newspaper journalists as "high" or "very high" for ethics and 
honesty. Television journalists scored seven percentage points higher, but a long way behind 
the next category, lawyers, who scored 38 per cent. (The Bulletin, 28 May 1991) 
That the public would appear to have such little confidence in the profes sional standards 
of journalists is paradoxical in two respects. First, journalists traditionally have put enormous 
store on their public service role, best summed up in the preamble of the code of ethics of 
the Australian Journalists' Association (AJA): "Truth and the public's right to information are 
overriding principles for all journalists. "  It is curious, however, that journalists , and the news 
media collectively, have been slow to respond to community concern over certain media 
practices. 
And second, for most of this century journalists have considered what Sparrow (1960:131) 
called "a prescription for proper conduct" as an essential element of their professional activ­
ities .  While Lloyd (1985:227) records that the NSW Country Press Association adopted a 
code of ethics as early as 1927, it was in 1944 that the AJA incorporated a uniform code of 
ethics into its constitution and rules .  In 1984, the AJA adopted its current, revised code (see 
Appendix A). 
While the Dilemmas in Media Ethics videotapes are not exhaustive in their analysis of 
ethical issues, they do focus on a range of stories that have caused controversy and that can 
be used as discussion starters and as a mechanism to identify relevant ethical principles .  Stories 
and issues discussed include coverage of violence, accidents and disaster scenes;  taste; intru­
sion into personal grief and privacy; relations with police and government; conflicts of interest; 
fair and honest methods; undercover journalism; and the journalists' code of ethics .  
The overall content of  each program is described and discussed, with the addition of  other 
material where relevant. Discussion and study questions also have been suggested and can be 
found in the workbook at the end of each program. Some of these questions may lend 
themselves to further individual or group research and may be suitable for as signments or 
essays.  References for further reading also are listed. 
Both the programs themselves and the workbook tend to focus on case studies and current 
is sues,  with the aim that they will identify, and give rise to further discussion concerning, 
underlying matters of principle. However, it is not the intention of this resource that it deal 
with normative ethics per se. A useful text to explore this more normative approach to media 
ethics and ethical systems is Media Ethics by Clifford J. Christians, Kim B .  Rotzoll and Mark 
Fackler (listed in the bibliography) which offers a description and analysis of traditional ethical 
systems and suggests a mechanism for resolving ethical dilemmas in journalism. 
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Session A: 
Violence and Grief Intrusion 
Participants: 
Lawrence Apps ,  Reader in Journalism, University of Queensland (host). 
Rev Gerry Healy SJ, Catholic Chaplain and Rector of St Leo's College, University of 
Queensland. 
Helen Hughes,  Producer of Television News, ABC Brisbane. 
Des McWilliam, Director of News and Current Affairs, Network Ten Brisbane. 
Program 1 
This program uses as its starting point the comprehensive report of the Australian Broad­
casting Tribunal (ABT) into television violence in Australia. The tribunal found there was 
widespread community concern about the level of violence on television, including news and 
current affairs. 
The panel discusses the relevant ABT Television Program Standards concerning news, 
especially from the perspective of coverage that might have the potential to cause public panic 
or distress to viewers and to children in particular. 
The panel also examines the intervention of journalists in situations of distress  and grief, 
with particular reference to a controversial television story that resulted in the dismissal of 
two journalists. Also discussed is the genre of television news that treats tragedy and grief as 
drama. 
It is suggested that journalists need to show compassion and sensitivity where they are 
involved in such stories and to try to see a news story from the point of view of the victims.  
It is also proposed that journalists need to be aware that community standards are evolving, 
with a significant number of viewers saying they do not like excessive violence in the news. 
Television industry code of practice 
A major recommendation of the ABT report on television violence was the need for a 
uniform, self-regulating code. The industry has now adopted such a code of practice which 
deals with violence in news and current affairs as well as in drama (including children's drama) 
and in program promotions. 
While the code contains no punitive measures, the ABT will consider broadcasters' perfor­
mances in relation to the code at licence renewal, at which time comment from the public 
also will play a role. 
2 Eth ics 
Programs likely to cause distress 
Concerning news and current affairs ,  the code offers specific guidelines on two categories 
of violent material. Likely to cause what the code calls "serious distress" are the following: 
(a) footage of the moment of death; 
(b) close-up footage of dead bodies (including animals); 
(c) close-up footage of bloodstained surroundings or personal possessions ;  
(d) footage of violence directed at children, or of children in great distress;  
(e) close-up footage of badly injured or mutilated people or animals; 
(f) Extreme violence to domestic possessions ;  
(g) Subject matter which (regardless of visual material) may cause distress to viewers 
or risk (however remotely) "copycat" imitation by unbalanced viewers. This includes 
suicides (particularly by unusual methods), bomb threats, mass or serial killings and 
sexual attacks . These events should be reported only if necessary in the public 
interest, and then only in ways which recognise public sensitivities or the risk of 
imitation. (FACTS, 1990: 5) 
The following are examples of what the code believes is likely to cause "some distress" to 
many viewers : 
(a) mid-distance or distant footage of dead bodies ;  
(b) mid-distance or distant footage of bloodstained surroundings or possessions; 
(c) mid-distance or distant footage of obviously injured people or animals ;  
(d) intrusions into private grief such as interviews or footage of distressed witnesses of 
violence, or of bereaved relatives or friends of victims;  
(e) footage of violence directed at women or disabled people; 
(f) repetition of violent footage in slow motion or freeze frame. This also applies to 
coverage of sport. (FACTS , 1990:6) 
Public interest test 
The code points out, however, that overriding all of these categories of potentially distressful 
material is a public interest test. This test is based on the Television Programs S tandards 
acknowledgment that viewers have a right to comprehensive news and current affairs coverage 
and therefore that news and current affairs programs are entitled to report and analyse any 
subject. The code offers the following guidelines as a public interest test :  
(a) Who is watching? Being conscious of the composition of the viewing audience. 
(b) Is the Material Centrally Relevant? Including potentially distressing material only 
if it is absolutely relevant and neces sary to the story. 
(c) Cumulative Impact. Being conscious that a succes sion of items may have a greater 
cumulative impact than any single item. 
(d) Repetition. Being conscious of the concern which may result from repeating violent 
or distressing footage. (FACTS , 1991:4) 
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Discussion and study questions 
1. Apply the television industry's code of practice on violence in the news to the case studies 
discussed on this program. Were the stories or footage in breach of the guidelines? Did 
the public interest test apply? Could the essential information have been conveyed in a 
different manner? 
2. Is the new code working? Is a new consciousness in television news and current affairs
concerning violence evident in the programs that go to air? Recent stories could be
analysed or a task assigned to examine news and current affairs programs over a fortnight.
3. Do you think the categories of material listed in the code as likely to cause distress are
realistic? Are any items mis sed? What of the public interest test is  this just a back-door
route to justify publication of certain material, or do the guidelines offer genuine scope
for review of stories?
4. Should the early evening news and current affairs programs (6pm-7.30pm) when many
young viewers are watching be regarded differently from news and current affairs pro­
grams shown in adult viewing time?
5. Should the code have more teeth? A range of punitive sanctions might be appropriate in
the period between licence renewals : heavy fines; suspension or dismissal of personnel;
public apologies for breaching the guidelines .  Explanations might be sought from televi­
sion stations concerning the regulatory measures they have established to ensure compli­
ance with the code. Perhaps it is not unreasonable that stations is sue regular statements
on their performance in relation to the code.
Reading 
Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (1990), TV Violence in Australia, Canberra : Commonwealth 
of Australia. 
Federation of Australian Commercial Television S tations ( 1991) , The Portrayal of Violence 
on Television, Mosman, NSW: FACTS. 
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Program 2 
This second program focuses on the role of the media in reporting accidents and disasters . 
Is sues to be considered here include the responsibility of the media to keep the public informed 
while at the same time respecting personal grief and the right to privacy. Also relevant are 
related humanitarian concerns :  not to impede the rescue process and, where possible , to assist 
rescuers and to offer comfort to the injured and dying. 
Media accused of being "cheap ghouls" 
The major case study for discus sion in this program is the Mt Tamborine bus crash in 
South-East Queensland in September 1 990, an horrific accident in which many elderly people 
were killed or injured. An Anglican police chaplain, Father Wal Ogle, accused the media of 
being "cheap ghouls with purely animal instincts" for their intrusiveness  and coverage of this 
disaster. He accused a television crew of "poking a microphone and camera in the face of a 
very seriously injured woman while there were dead bodies lying around her". He also 
criticised media personnel for hindering the rescue operation and for failing to offer assistance 
(The Courier-Mail, 1 October 1 990, p. 3) . 
While the two media professionals on the panel discussing this case rejected Father Ogle's 
allegations, he did receive support for his claims from police who were at the site. 
Media responsibilities 
Whatever the rights and wrongs of media behaviour covering this particular story, a number 
of points were discussed by the panel which could be explored further: 
the need for media personnel to consider the effects of news coverage and photographs 
on the bereaved; 
the responsibility of media personnel to assist at the scene of an accident or disaster; 
the possibility of formal debriefing for media personnel with counselling available, as 
happens with some police and emergency workers ;  
the need for media personnel to understand the process of grieving; and 
the importance of media personnel having the opportunity to reflect on the event itself 
and the role the media had played. 
Some matters raised in the first program are also relevant here, and the television industry 
code of practice guidelines could be used to appraise the coverage. It is interesting to note 
there are no such self-regulatory guidelines in the case of the print media, which are governed 
by two rather vague reference points : a judgment on the basis of "taste"; and an application 
of various aspects of the AJA code of ethics the preamble, clause 1 and clause 9 (see 
Appendix A). 
Discussion and study questions 
1 .  Discuss the Mt Tamborine footage using the television code of industry practice guidelines 
outlined in the previous program. See if you can reach an ethical judgment. 
2. Compare the still photographs of the Mt Tamborine accident published in the Brisbane
Courier-Mail with the television footage. Is one medium more disturbing than the other?
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Are different criteria needed for assessing the impact of this and similar stories  in different 
media? 
3. Journalists have a professional responsibility to report the news and to inform the public ,
and yet they are also ethically bound to "respect private grief and personal privacy".
Discuss appropriate parameters for balancing these two sometimes competing claims.
4. In the absence of a specific code of conduct or a set of rules governing media behaviour
at the site of a disaster or accident, identify some appropriate and realistic guidelines .
Should media organisations ,  for example, sponsor their news personnel to become qual­
ified in First Aid?
5. Make a study of the coverage of some stories similar to the one discussed in this program.
Could they have been handled differently? Were the media personnel intrusive, and did
they interfere with the rescue operation?
Reading 
Apps, Lawrence ( 1986), "Death knocks the Code of Ethics", Australian Journalism Review, 
Vol. 8 :  1- 13. 
Brown, Jennifer E. ( 1987), "News photographs and the pornography of grief', Journal of 
Mass Media Ethics, Vol. 2, No. 2: 75- 8 1. 
Geraghty, Andrew (1986), "Deathknock: a reporter's view", Australian Journalism Review, 
Vol. 8 :  8-9. 
Harrison, John ( 1986), "Deathknock: the media come to grief', Australian Journalism Review, 
Vol. 8 :  4-7. 
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Program 3 
This program begins with a discussion of how newsrooms respond to reporting grief and 
disasters and of the system of checks and balances that are in place. While no formal system 
of review of controversial or disturbing stories is known to exist in any newsroom, the media 
professionals on the panel stress that commonsense, informal discussion and a policy of 
upward referral provide adequate safeguards. 
Need for reflection 
The cleric on the panel, Father Gerry Healy SJ, acknowledges that while the media generally 
do a good job, they could only benefit professionally from an opportunity to reflect on their 
role in reporting accidents and disasters .  He believes that media workers run the risk of 
becoming desensitised about the level of grief and latent trauma involved in such events .  Time 
spent in the newsroom reflecting on the possible intrusiveness of the media and looking at it 
from the perspective of the victims would therefore be beneficial both to media workers and 
to those caught up in the coverage. 
The panel acknowledges there has been a shift in consciousness and prevailing community 
standards on these issues and that some aspects of media performance have not yet caught up 
with this shift. 
Kerry Packer heart attack 
For this segment, the panel uses as its case study the Kerry Packer heart attack coverage. 
Mr Packer, one of Australia's most prominent media proprietors and business identities ,  came 
close to death after suffering a heart attack while playing polo in October 1990. Media 
coverage included close-ups  of his face showing tubes in his mouth and nose and his eyes 
taped shut. 
Mr Packer survived the attack and made a remarkable recovery to the extent that he was 
able to attend another polo match as a spectator just a week later. On this occasion, he objected 
strenuously to photographers' attempts to record his presence at the match and to provide the 
public with an attempt to gauge the extent of his recovery. He regarded the occasion as a 
private one and the actions of media personnel as an intrusion on his privacy. 
Rights of a public figure 
A central issue in this case is the extent to which a public figure becomes the legitimate 
subject of news.  On this occasion the story concerned Kerry Packer's health, but any public 
figure seems to run the risk of the media's probing aspects of their private lives .  The very 
fact that a person is a public figure a politician, a business identity, an entertainment star, 
a sports personality seems to suggest that the media consider him or her a legitimate subject 
of media coverage. 
Of course, some public figures welcome this attention certain politicians and movie stars 
seem to chase publicity and thrive on whatever media coverage they can get. An added 
complication is that it is not always easy to separate private from public life :  a government 
minister's drinking habits might well impinge on the ability to carry out the responsibilities 
of high office; a diplomat's unorthodox sexual life might render him or her subject to black-
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mail ;  a luxurious lifestyle might suggest a minister of religion is living beyond his or her 
means; and a journalist's acceptance of free gifts from advertisers and sources of stories might 
suggest a professional conflict of interest. In S�ptember, 1991, the federal opposition leader, 
John Hewson, found his first marriage and his relationship with his children the subject of 
national debate as a result of stories on 60 Minutes and in The Women's Weekly. 
In the case of Kerry Packer's heart attack, the coverage might well be defended on the basis 
that he is a well-known media and business identity and Australia's wealthiest person. Whether 
he would continue to head his business interests, or who might succeed him in the event that 
he died or was incapacitated, would be a matter of public interest. 
Intrusiveness of close-up pictures 
The panel acknowledged the legitimacy of the news coverage from the point of view of 
Kerry Packer's being a public figure, but they took exception to the tight close-ups of Mr 
Packer's face. The panel suggested that these pictures were unnecessary to convey the essence 
of the story and so satisfy the public's right to information longer-range shots would have 
been adequate. 
However, the coverage of Kerry Packer at the polo a week later drew a different reaction 
from the panel. While Father Gerry was still of the view that the media could have shown a 
little more sensitivity, the two media professionals believed that Mr Packer was a legitimate 
subject of news and that he had over-reacted to the presence of the media and to their attempts 
to photograph him. 
Kerry Packer's opinion of journalists 
A very great irony concerning this particular case is that Kerry Packer is among the harshest 
critics of journalists .  In an article titled "Why Australia's media are on the nose" in his own 
Bulletin magazine in 1 989, Mr Packer said he doubted five per cent of Australia ' s  journalists 
had read the AJA code of ethics, let alone adhered to it. Of ethical standards, he said: "It ' s  
(the AJA code) totally unenforced, s o  i t  may a s  well not exist ." 
In a wide-ranging critique of media standards , Mr Packer claimed journalists invoked the 
public's right to know as a ruse to mask their own excesses : 
The clamour for press  freedom is very often used to justify the beat-up. That's 
what's happened to journalism by and large. It's degenerated into a beat-up. The 
beat-up is what it's all about. Any story they get, they 're looking to try to embellish 
so they can boast how they stuck it to someone, how they led the paper, how they 
got their little scoop. [They are] all traits of ego. 
The press  enjoys very considerable privileges in this country. B ut with those priv­
ileges should go a heavy burden of responsibility. The present situation is one of 
all privilege and no responsibility. Until that responsibility is brought in, I don't see 
things changing. (14 November 1 989) 
Discussion and study questions 
1 .  Appraise the television footage of the coverage of Mr Packer's heart attack and his visit 
to the polo match a week later. Do you agree with the panel's views? Should the media 
have pursued the story, or should they have left the man alone to get on with his recovery? 
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2. Assess the footage of Mr Packer's heart attack from the perspective of the guidelines
adopted in the television industry's code of practice on the portrayal of violence (see
Program 1). Was the footage consistent with the letter and/or the spirit of the guidelines?
3. Compare the still photographs with the pictures shown on television. Which do you think
is the more intrusive? The two television professionals said that in this case the newspaper
photographs were more intrusive because they were frozen. Is this usually the case when
comparing the two media?
4. What other cases do you know of where the private lives of public figures have become
the subject of media coverage? Was such coverage legitimate? If you do not know of any
such cases, monitor the media for a week or two to see if this is sue arises.
5. What criteria might constitute a "public figure test" for determining whether the media
might be entitled or even have a responsibility to publish information about an
individual that would normally be regarded as "private"?
Reading 
Coleman, A.D. (1987), "Private lives, public places: street photography ethics", Journal of 
Mass Media Ethics, Vol.  2, No. 2: 60-66. 
Bryant, Garry (1987), "Ten-fifty P.I. : emotion and the photographer's role", Journal of Mass 
Media Ethics, Vol. 2, No. 2: 32-39. 
Stannard, Bruce (1989), "Why Australia's media are on the nose", The Bulletin, 14 November, 
p .  58 . 
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Session A: 
Questions from the audience 
Session A concluded with a number of questions to the panel from the studio audience. 
These are found at the end of Program 3 and may be useful for further discussion. The subject 
matter of the questions is listed here : 
1. Contrast between coverage of accidents , disasters and tragedies on overseas news and
local news .
2. Desensitising and numbing of viewing public by violence in television news. Discussion
of forums for complaint and options for the public in the face of distressing violence.
3. Mechanisms for checks and balances on newsroom personnel.
4. Ideas for better liaison between police and media, more effective guidelines for appropri­
ate behaviour at the scene of an accident or disaster.
5. Effects of violence on ratings and sales .
6 . Mechanisms for newsroom checks on journalists with little concern for the grief or privacy
of individuals ; need for tighter professional standards.
7. Television news workers as part of the story, as one of the ingredients in the activity or
drama.
8 .  The industry seems unreceptive to these sorts of  discussions perhaps i t  i s  just a waste 
of time. 
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Participants: 
Session B: 
The journalists' code and 
professional conflicts 
Lawrence Apps ,  Reader in Journalism, University of Queensland (host). 
Sir Max Bingham, Chairman, Criminal Justice Commission, Queensland. 
Arthur Gorrie, President, Australian Journalists' Association (Queensland Branch), and 
Public Information Officer, Electoral and Administrative Review Commission, Queensland 
(EAR C). 
Madonna King, journalist specialising in post-Fitzgerald reform in Queensland, The Cou­
rier-Mail, Brisbane. 
Program 4 
The focus of this program is journalists' relationships with governments and other institu­
tions and their methods of reporting information about them. While Queensland's Fitzgerald 
Report (Commission of Inquiry into Possible Illegal Activities and Associated Police Miscon­
duct) is used to introduce the discussion on the media's role in reporting crime and corruption, 
the panel also discusses journalists' relationships with police, the reporting of crime stories, 
and the circumstances that justify journalists going undercover. 
Media's role in climate of misconduct 
In the section of his report dealing with the media, Mr Fitzgerald QC acknowledges the 
part played by the media in exposing corruption and in the setting up of the inquiry. However, 
he also says it is 
true that parts of the media in this State have over the years contributed to a climate 
in which misconduct has flourished. Fitting in with the system and associating with 
and developing a mutual interdependence with those in power have had obvious 
benefits . (1989:141) 
Sir Max Bingham responds to Mr Fitzgerald's specific criticisms of the media and finds 
himself substantially in agreement with them. The main points covered are these : 
journalists' uncritical acceptance of information; 
the risk of journalists being used by sources;  
the media as outlets for propaganda; 
the risk of leaks and scoops undermining the media's independence; and 
the role of leaks and their pros and cons. 
Later in the program, S ir Max says some aspects of media coverage have improved since 
Mr Fitzgerald's criticisms, but that, by and large, standards and procedures are pretty much 
the same. 
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Leaks 
Two of Madonna King's stories are discus sed in some detail to try to tease out the com­
plicated is sues behind them. The first is a story on electoral redistribution in Queensland as 
likely to be recommended by the Electoral and Administrative Review Commission (The 
Courier-Mail, 8 November 1990). This story, allegedly leaked, seemed to pre-empt the EARC 
report, the results of which were shortly to become public . Irrespective of whether this 
particular story was leaked, it is typical of a genre of story dealing with parliamentary 
committees and public inquiries which necessarily will be made public but which are published 
by the media often as the result of leaks in an attempt to be first with the story. This 
clearly is different from a story which a government, a department, an industry, a business  or 
some public agency wishes to suppress because of, say, accounting irregularities, misappro­
priation of funds or some other matter likely to cause embarrassment or raise suspicion of 
mismanagement. 
Reporting police operations 
Also discus sed is a story by Madonna King which anticipated a police undercover operation 
aimed at smashing a multimillion-dollar car and drugs racket. Although The Courier-Mail had 
information on this racket for months,  it held off on the story at the request of police. When 
it did decide to publish on the eve of the dawn raids ,  it delayed the story until its final editions 
and then only in selected areas . In this way, a tight security on the operation was maintained 
and the newspaper was able to be first with the story (The Courier-Mail, 2 April 1990). 
While both The Courier-Mail and journalist Madonna King received high praise from the 
Commissioner of Police for their "public-spirited cooperation" and "responsible and profes­
sional journalism" (The Courier-Mail, 3 April 1990) they were severely criticised by opera­
tional police and the editor-in-chief of another Brisbane daily newspaper. The main thrust of 
the criticism was that publication before the dawn raids had jeopardised the operation and put 
the safety of officers at risk for the sake of a front-page story. 
Is sues discussed by the panel concerning this story included: 
the risk of jeopardising lives and a major crime operation through premature publication 
of a story; 
the circumstances under which it might be responsible to hold back on a story when 
requested to do so by authorities such as police; 
the propriety of journalists' cooperating with police and possibly being seen as an 
extension of the police service;  and 
the possible obligations on journalists to minimise the risks associated with such an 
operation. 
Undercover journalism 
Just as police sometimes go undercover to gather evidence on criminal activity, so also do 
journalists to gather information for their s tories.  Clauses 7 and 8 of the AJA code of ethics 
pose some problems for such news gathering techniques, but the preamble to the code-- which 
takes precedence over the subsequent clauses makes it plain that subterfuge, dishonesty 
and deceit are not ruled out entirely. As the Code of Ethics Review Committee said in its 
report to the 1983 AJA Federal Council : 
1 2  Eth ics 
The new preamble, by stating that one of the overriding principles for journalists is 
the public's right to information, provides for the very rare occasions when the 
public interest may require activity which would normally be regarded as unethical . 
(Circular Memo No 77184) 
Hence, although clause 7 requires journalists to use "fair and honest means" to gather 
information and clause 8 requires them to "identify themselves and their employers", tech­
niques like secret taping and adopting a masquerade are not uncommon. While respect for 
truth is an overriding principle in the code, the Code of Ethics Review Committee seems to 
suggest that the emphasis should rather be on Truth with a capital "T" the big picture, 
perhaps rather than, relatively speaking, the minor acts of dishonesty and deceit in which 
journalists might engage to get a story. In other words, the journalist is asking the public to 
ignore the peccadillo in the interest  of the greater good for society that will emerge. 
The panel examines the role of undercover journalism and its ramifications for the code of 
ethics through a discussion of four cases in which the journalistic masquerade plays a signif­
icant part : an alleged marriage and immigration racket exposed by A Current Affair (30 
January 1990); a Sydney Morning Herald investigation into high school education (17 Sep­
tember 1988); a magazine feature story in The Weekend Australian on the Queensland outback 
town of Quilpie (3-4 February 1990); and a 7.30 Report story on the use of drugs in the 
northern NSW town of Nimbin (31 May 1989). 
Criteria to justify deceit 
The use of the masquerade raises the question as to when the professional obligation to 
observe clauses 7 and 8 of the AJA code can be waived in the interest of higher professional 
obligations ,  namely, to seek and report the truth and to provide information to which the 
public are entitled. While the code itself offers little help in this regard, Louis W. Hodges 
(1988:31), in his article "Undercover, Masquerading, Surreptitious Taping" identifies three 
essential criteria to justify the practice of deceit: 
First, the information sought must be of overriding public importance. It is not 
sufficient, I think, for it to be merely interesting information, something readers 
would want to know. It must be information readers need to know in order to achieve 
important goals or avoid serious harm. 
Second, there must  be no reasonable likelihood that comparably accurate and reliable 
information could be obtained as efficiently through conventional investigative tech­
niques .  [Hodges acknowledges that others have proposed stricter standards such as : 
"Before we deceive we must have already tried all fully honest methods and found 
them wanting."] 
Third, the deception contemplated must not place innocent people at serious risk. 
[Hodges argues this test "would ordinarily rule out posing in a role the journalist 
could not reasonably fulfill"; he lists as examples the role of doctor, police officer 
or firefighter. ] 
Discussion and study questions 
1. The Fitzgerald Report refers to management of the news by outside sources . Discuss  other
cases of media reporting possibly being improperly influenced by external influences
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for example, the Gulf War coverage (including criticism of the ABC); coverage of sport 
(commercial factors , neglect of women ' s  sport); and business reporting. 
2. Some would argue that a leaked document is stolen property. If that were the case, should
criteria be drawn up to justify publication of material emanating from such a document?
For example, should there be some sort of public interest test?
3. Should journalists suppress stories which run the risk of jeopardising lives and the success
of a police operation? How should such a concern be balanced with the commercial and
professional imperative of being first with the story?
4. Is the AJA Code of Ethics Review Committee's justification of "activity which would
normally be regarded as unethical" credible? What is society's attitude to lying? What
circumstances might justify lying? Is there a difference, for example, between what might
be termed private lies by individual citizens and lies by those in public office or more
publicly accountable?
5. Are Louis Hodges' criteria to justify deceit reasonable? Are they too soft? Too hard?
Should other criteria be added?
Reading 
Bok, Sissela (1980), Lying, London: Qua1tet Books .  
Braun, Paul (1988), "Deception in Journalism", Journal of Mass Media Ethics, Vol.  3, No. 
1: 77-83. 
Fitzgerald, G.E. (1989), Commission of Inquiry into Possible Illegal Activities and Associated 
Police Misconduct, Brisbane: Government Printer. 
Hodges,  Louis W. (1988), "Undercover, Masquerading, Surreptitious Taping", Journal of 
Mass Media Ethics, Vol.  3, No. 2: 26-36. 
Whitton, Evan (1991), "Journalism and the Trade of Authority", in John Henningham (ed) 




This program explores the effectiveness of the AJA code of ethics, and the panel discuss 
a range of matters which relate to specific clauses of the code. These include personal conflicts 
of interest of members of the AJA, the role of members of the AJA who work in public 
relations,  the professional obligation to respect confidences, and the influence of government 
media officers on the content of news and current affairs .  
Effectiveness of the AJA code 
The effectiveness of the AJA code is not convincingly resolved by the panel: Arthur Gorrie, 
the AJA president, acknowledges there are problems with the code, but says it is the best there 
is ;  Madonna King says the code is mainly commonsense.  Their comments suggest much more 
needs to be done to make the code an effective document and the definitive statement of 
professional standards that it purports to be. Elsewhere (Apps ,  1990:124) I have outlined some 
of the problems journalists face in interpreting the AJA code : 
The AJA offers neither guidelines nor accompanying notes to go with the code in 
order to help journalists arrive at an ethically correct decision. There is also no 
established or informal system of professional review to examine and learn from 
controversial ethical decisions made by journalists and news organizations. Journal­
ists are left very much to their own devices to resolve awkward ethical decisions .  
The code itself may even create a moral dilemma for a journalist who is personally 
committed to moral values that contradict the code of ethics .  On the one hand, the 
code may require, in the interest of the public's right to information, activity that 
would normally be regarded as unethical (e.g. ,  deceit and dishonesty) .  On the other 
hand, the journalist's personal or religious code may forbid such activity and may 
even inflict penalties or punishment for such behavior. 
Public relations practitioners 
The Australian Journalists' Association has for some time suffered from an identity problem 
which is very much linked to its position on professional standards for journalists .  As a 
registered union, it has endeavoured to represent the best interests of its members concerning 
pay and working conditions .  B ut the membership comprises a range of categories including 
photographers and public relations practitioners who also are obligated by the code of ethic s 
as a condition of their membership. 
Clearly, however, journalists and public relations practitioners are answerable to different 
constituencies : the journalist to truth and the public ; the public relations practitioner to the 
employer or the client. The ramifications of this problem for credible professional standards 
for journalists is currently being exacerbated by the AJA's industrial policy of active recruit­
ment of the public relations industry. 
Like many smaller unions, the AJA is coming under increasing pressure to amalgamate 
with other unions in order to survive as an industrial force. While the industrial imperative is 
understandable, it is also more easily resolved as a measure of expediency. The AJA needs 
to ensure that continuing profes sional standards for journalists are not dissipated by the 
existing conflicts of interest in the present membership or any future amalgamated union. 
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Professional confidences 
One of the most revered of ethical standards for journalists concerns professional confi­
dences , including both the information itself and the names of sources . Clause 3 of the code 
of ethics states :  "In all circumstances they [journalists] shall respect all confidences received 
in the course of their calling."  However, despite the lack of ambiguity in this statement, this 
clause more than any other places the code of ethics at loggerheads with the law. In Australia, 
journalists receive no protection under the law for refusing to reveal a confidence, and yet 
their profes sional ethics compels them to secrecy. That this can be a most serious situation 
for journalists is demonstrated by the fact that in 1 989 Tony Barrass ,  a journalist in Western 
Australia, was j ailed for a week and fined $1 0,000 for refusing to reveal a source. Other 
journalists also have come under pressure from time to time to reveal the sources of confi­
dential material. 
In this respect, Australia is unlike a number of other countries where, as Wilhelm (1988 : 15) 
points out, journalists have the right to refuse to give testimony in a court or where searches 
and seizure of documents at journalists ' homes or places of work are prohibited. Among those 
who expressed concern at this decision of the West Australian court was the Australian Press 
Council which highlighted the anomalous position of Australian journalists : 
Some countries specifically protect the confidentiality of those who expose matters 
of public interest. The special role of the journalist needs to be recognised in our 
laws. The Australian Press Council will be making submissions to both federal and 
state governments to ask that consideration be given to this introduction of shield 
laws to effect such recognition. (General Press Release No. 114, 1989) 
However, given that journalists universally acknowledge the importance of this profes­
sional ethic of responsibility, it is surprising there is such widespread confusion concerning 
the nomenclature describing the various facets of confidentiality. The panel discusses the 
different terms used such as "off the record", "on the record" and "background information" 
in the context of a particular case in Brisbane where a journalist admitted publishing 
off-the-record material . Both the Brisbane Courier-Mail and the Queensland branch of the 
AJA attempted to resolve the confusion about the meaning of the terms but found themselves 
in disagreement with each other. 
Sydney Morning Herald journalist Tom Burton earlier drew attention to the vagueness 
associated with confidential relationships between journalists and their sources when he 
warned his readers to "beware of journalists offering interviews off the record". Speaking as 
a Canberra Press Gallery journalist, he said many of his  colleagues confused off the record 
with background information: 
Next time a journalist from the Canberra Press Gallery rings you and offers to talk 
off the record, be prepared to see your words in print, albeit attributed to something 
vague, like business  sources . (Sydney Morning Herald, 20 May 1 988)  
To resolve this confusion at  least so  far as  its own students and staff are concerned
the Department of Journalism at the University of Queensland has adopted a "house" definition 
of the relevant terms. This is reproduced in Appendix C. 
This program concludes with a reiteration of some matters referred to earlier in the panel 
discussion and in Program 4. The role of government media officers is discussed, and refer­
ence is made to the readiness on the part of some journalists to accept government hand-outs 
without question. The panel points out that journalists need to be beware of the propaganda 
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bombardment: to allow government media releases free access to the news media is tantamount 
to governments' managing the news. 
Discussion and study questions 
1. As these video programs focus only on certain clauses of the AJA code, Appendix A
could be used to discuss other clauses, with specific reference to known cases where
appropriate. The relationship between the preamble and the clauses could be discussed.
And both the code and the Australian Press Council guidelines (see Appendix B) could
be assessed to ascertain whether other ethical issues have been omitted or given insuffi­
c ient emphasis.
2. Is there merit in having an Australian Association of Professional Journalists (similar to
that which exists in the United States) which would be distinct from an industrial body
such as the AJA? In Australia, many of the most influential editorial staff editors and
other executives- are not members of the AJA and hence are not obligated by the AJA
code of ethics.
3 .  Many United States media outlets, unlike those in  Australia, have their own codes of 
conduct which specify house or company policy on such matters as conflicts of interest 
and gratuities (free travel, accommodation, tickets, gifts, etc). Given that the AJA code 
is binding only on members and not on companies or media outlets, would not such codes 
be more effective than the AJA code? Devise an appropriate company code. 
4. Clause 3 of the AJA code offers no scope for exceptions. Is it possible that on occasion
a journalist might serve a higher good by breaking a professional confidence for
example, concerning a case where a grave injustice might otherwise be perpetrated on an
innocent person or where there is a risk to national security, such as a military threat?
Draw up appropriate guidelines for possible exceptions to clause 3 .
5. Should journalists be protected by shield laws so that they have the right to refuse to give
testimony in a court of law where an issue of professional confidentiality is involved?
Investigate whether other professions or groups are afforded such protection.
Reading 
Apps, Lawrence (1990), "Media Ethics in Australia", Journal of Mass Media Ethics, Vol. 5, 
No. 2: 117-135. 
Apps, Lawrence (1990), "Journalism, ethics and ideology" , in John Henningham (ed) Issues 
in Australian Journalism, Melbourne: Longman Cheshire. 
Bowman, David (1 990), "The AJA code", in John Henningham (ed) Issues in Australian 
Journalism, Melbourne: Longman Cheshire. 
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Session B :  
Questions from the audience 
Session B concluded with questions from the studio audience to the panel .  These are found 
at the end of Program 5 and may be useful for further discus sion material . The subject matter 
of the questions is listed here: 
1. The problem of handling press releases; how to read press releases . 
2. The public interest factor in journalists revealing the content of parliamentary reports 
before they have been submitted to parliament. 
3 .  The difference in  roles between journalists and police officers. 
4. Media management; freedom of information laws;  change - a long-term process .  
5. Police officers who become journalists. The difficulty of being honest and the attitudes 
of society to honesty. 
6. Journalists ' clandestine relationships with sources. The need for thorough checking about 
the veracity of information. 
7.  Legal dilemmas for journalists : respecting confidences while avoiding perjury; importance 
of the role of conscience. 
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Further reading 
The following selected bibliography contains additional useful reference material on jour­
nalists and their work, including ethics :  
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York: Longman. 
Bowman, David (1988), The Captive Press, Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin. 
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Journal of Mass Media Ethics, published by Lawrence Erlbaum Associates ,  Hillsdale , New 
Jersey, USA. 
Media Information Australia, published by the Australian Film Television and Radio School, 
North Ryde, NSW. 
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Appendix A 
AJA Code of Ethics 
Respect for truth and the public ' s  right to information are over-riding principles for all 
journalists . In pursuance of these principles journalists commit themselves to ethical and 
professional standards. All members of the Australian Journalists ' Association engaged in 
gathering, transmitting, disseminating and commenting on news and information shall observe 
the following Code of Ethics in their professional activities.  They acknowledge the jurisdic­
tion of their professional colleagues in AJA judiciary committees to adjudicate on issues 
connected with this code. 
1. They shall report and interpret the news with scrupulous honesty by striving to disclose
all essential facts and by not suppressing relevant, available facts or distorting by wrong
or improper emphasis .
2 . They shall not place unnecessary emphasis on gender, race, sexual preference, religious
belief, marital status or physical or mental disability.
3. In all circumstances they shall respect all confidences received in the course of their
calling.
4. They shall not allow personal interests to influence them in their profes sional duties .
5. They shall not allow their professional duties to be influenced by any consideration,
gift or advantage offered and, where appropriate, shall disclose any such offer.
6. They shall not allow advertising or commercial considerations to influence them in
their professional duties .
7. They shall use fair and honest means to obtain news,  pictures,  films, tapes and docu
ments .
8 .  They shall identify themselves and their employers before obtaining any interview for 
publication or broadcast. 
9. They shall respect private grief and personal privacy and shall have the right to resist
compulsion to intrude on them.
10. They shall do their utmost to correct any published or broadcast information found to
be harmfully inaccurate.
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Appendix B 
The Australian Press  Council 
Statement of Principles 
To help the public and the press ,  the Australian Press Council has laid down the broad 
principles to which it is committed. 
First, the freedom of the press to publish is the freedom of the people to be informed. This 
is the justification for upholding press freedom as an es sential feature of a democratic society. 
This freedom, won in centuries of struggle against political and commercial interests ,  includes 
the right of a newspaper to publish what it reasonably considers to be news,  without fear or 
favour, and the right to comment fairly upon it. 
Second, freedom of the press is important more because of the obligations it entails towards 
the people than because of the rights it gives to the press .  Liberty does not mean licence. 
Thus ,  in dealing with complaints , the Council will give first and dominant consideration to 
what it perceives to be the public interest. 
Recognising that these are matters of subjective judgment, the Council does not attempt to 
reduce to a precise and exhaustive formula the principles by which newspapers must govern 
themselves .  However, in considering complaints , the Council will be guided by the following 
general propositions :  
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1 .  Newspaper readers are entitled to have news and comment presented to them honestly 
and fairly, and with respect for the privacy and sensibilities of individuals. 
2. A newspaper has an obligation to take all reasonable steps to ensure the truth of its 
statements . 
3 .  Rumour and unconfirmed reports, i f  published at  all, should be  identified. 
4. News obtained by dishonest or unfair means ,  or the publication of which would involve
a breach of confidence, should not be published unless there is an over-riding public
interest.
5. A newspaper is justified in strongly advocating its own views on controversial topics
provided that it treats its readers fairly by
making fact and opinion clearly distinguishable; 
• not misrepresenting or suppressing relevant facts ;
not distorting the facts in text or headlines .
6 . Billboards and posters advertising a newspaper must not mislead the public .
7. A newspaper has a wide discretion in matters of taste, but this does not justify lapses
of taste so gross as to bring the freedom of the press into disrepute.
8 .  The publication of material disparaging or belittling individuals or groups by  reference 
to their sex, race, nationality, religion, colour, country of origin or intellectual or 
physical disabilities is a breach of ethical standards. 
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9. A newspaper should not, in headlines or otherwise, state the race, nationality or reli­
gious or political views of a person suspected of a crime, or arrested, charged or
convicted, unless the fact is relevant.
1 0. If material damaging to the reputation or interests of an individual, corporation, or­
ganisation or specific group of people is published, opportunity for prompt and appro­
priately prominent reply at reasonable length should be given by the newspaper 
concerned, wherever fairnes s  so requires.  
1 1 . A newspaper should make amends for publishing information that is found to be 
harmfully inaccurate by printing, promptly and with appropriate prominence, such 
retraction, correction, explanation or apology as will neutralise the damage as far as 
possible. 
The Council strives to ensure that its adjudications on complaints reflect both the conscience 
of the press and the legitimate expectation of the public . It relies on every newspaper to give 
prominence to its adjudications ,  particularly to those adverse to the newspaper itself. It 
believes such candour enhances public regard for the freedom of the press .  
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Appendix C 
The University of Queensland 
Department of Journalism 
Advice to students on respecting 
confidences  
Because there i s  some confusion about the meaning of terms such as "off the record" and 
"background information", the department defines these terms in the following way: 
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On the record means the information may be published with attribution. 
Off the record means the information given by a source may not be used either with 
or without attribution. Should another source offer the information on the record and 
independently of the first source, it would not be unethical to use it. However, it would 
be unethical to take information provided by the first source and then attempt to get it 
on the record. This would amount to a betrayal of the confidence. 
Background information means the information may be used but without attribution to 
the source. 
Entering into an off-the-record relationship with a source should be treated with great 
caution because of ethical problems involved. It would probably be better not to agree 
to go off the record. You should be very wary of stories that cannot be sourced. 
A source will sometimes attempt to apply an off the record disclaimer retrospectively. 
You are not obligated to accede to such an instruction/demand/request. 
Be sure to clarify the status of the remarks when the source uses terms like off the 
record. Meaning varies, and it is possible a source may mean background or not for 
attribution when the term off the record is used. Seek a clear understanding of the 
meaning intended. 
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